Vital statistics as a data source.
A focus group convened at a National Institutes of Health (NIH) Stillbirth Conference discussed issues related to vital statistics as a data source on fetal mortality. Fetal death is a tragic occurence and part of the continuum of pregnancy outcomes. A primary source of data is the National Vital Statistics System fetal death component, which is routinely used to track mortality trends and to provide the context for nonrepresentative investigations. The data are also used to examine differentials in mortality by characteristics and to evaluate data quality. Issues concerning how to improve the vital statistics data include culture and context; data instrument; persons providing information; what information is available to the information provider; processing issues; and use of data. Perhaps most important is to enhance recognition of fetal death both for the individual confronting a loss and to promote research. Other studies are needed to augment the information obtainable through vital records.